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Abstract 
Most claims in marketing communication take the form of causal claims stating that using a certain product (the cause, 
e.g., "Fresh Air, the electronic device") produces a certain benefit (the effect, e.g., "purifies the air at home"). Marketers 
acknowledge (and studies show) that providing an explanation on the mechanism by which the product produces the 
effect fosters persuasion. Yet, instead of providing the specific mechanism (e.g. "it purifies the air at home by reducing 
dust parcels in the air"), they often use general technological terms. Thus, instead of explaining, "Fresh-Air purifies the 
air at home by reducing dust particles in the air," they "explain" that the product purifies the air by "applying a new 
algorithm." We call explanations that use general technological terms pseudo explanations, because they follow the 
same structure, but they lack the crucial element that enables persuasion—they are not content specific.  
Although using pseudo explanations is a common practice in marketing, no studies have examined if they affect 
persuasion. In two studies, we exposed participants to causal claims for various products in several formats, and asked 
them to indicate the probability that they would purchase the product if they needed it. Generally, results show 
persuasion was the same for pseudo explanations as for the claim alone, when both were less persuasive than 
mechanistic explanations. 
Consumers are sensitive to the fact that pseudo explanations do not really explain the mechanism. Thus, whereas 
pseudo explanations do not affect persuasion, mechanistic explanations do.  
Keywords: mechanism, explanation, scientific terms, technological terms, mechanistic-explanation 
1. Introduction  
Marketers often expose consumers to causal claims, stating a certain cause, C (e.g., ―Fresh Air,‖ an electronic device), 
produces a certain effect, E (e.g., purifies the air at home). To foster persuasion, marketers often try to explain how the 
product produces the effect, by using general technological phrases such as ―special algorithm,‖ ―a new formula,‖ ―a 
new technology,‖ and so on. Studies show that providing a mechanistic explanation—an explanation of the process by 
which the product (the cause) produces the benefit (effect) (e.g., ―by reducing dust particles in the air‖)—fosters 
persuasion (e.g., Anderson, 1980; Fernbach, Sloman, Louis, & Shube, 2013; Saporta-Sorozon, 2018). Yet technological 
terms are not mechanistic explanations (Walsh & Sloman, 2011) but rather pseudo explanations (hereafter, PE). The 
reason is that they follow the structure of a mechanistic explanation (cause -> mechanism -> effect),1 but because they 
are general, they lack one of the very basic properties that characterize mechanistic explanations—content specificity 
(Ahn et al., 1995).  
The use of general technological terms (PEs) in marketing communication is prevalent. Yet studies that examine 
whether they affect persuasion do not exist. The purpose of the present study is to fill this gap. Specifically, in the 
present study, we examine whether using PEs as part of a causal message in marketing communication is inferior to, 
superior to, or as persuasive as mechanistic explanations.  
Obviously, using PEs instead of providing the mechanism might seem beneficial for the marketer for several reasons. 
Such terms seem innovative and professional and, above all, do not require the marketer to make any special effort to 
                                                        
1 In a pilot study, we examined a sample of causal messages that use general technological terms. Most of them use 
technological terms as a way to explain how the product produces the benefit. 
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find the specific mechanism that suits the focal causal claim. Thus, if using such PEs has the same positive effects as 
specifying a mechanism, why bother to search for the specific appropriate mechanism? The marketer can use such terms 
for almost any product. The present study is a step toward answering this question.  
1.1 Mechanistic Explanations  
1.1.1 Definition of Mechanistic Explanation  
A mechanistic explanation involves the existence of intermediate variables (M) that lie on a spatio-temporal contiguous 
path from cause to effect (Fernbach et al., 2013; Walsh & Sloman, 2011). A causal statement that specifies a mechanism 
can appear in different levels of detail, from very short (only one mediator) to very long (several mediators) (Einhorn & 
Hogarth, 1986; Walsh & Sloman, 2011). 
1.1.2 The Centrality of Mechanistic Explanations - A Literature Review 
A large body of studies demonstrates that explanations play a central role in our cognition and thus have many positive 
effects. People seek for information on explanations when trying to understand events (Ahn et al., 1995). They recruit 
explanations to help them justify, argue, and make sense of their claims (Glassner, Weinstock, & Neuman, 2005; Kuhn, 
2001). People perceive the probability of causal claims as higher when they need to explain them (Anderson, Lepper, & 
Ross, 1980). Causal attributions rely on peoples’ understanding of the process—the causal mechanism—involved in 
bringing about the outcome (Walsh & Sloman, 2011).  
Mechanistic explanations have many positive effects, such as enhancing the probability of the causal-claim acceptance 
(Anderson 1980; Walsh & Sloman, 2011), fostering conceptual coherence (Murphy & Medin, 1985; Patalano, 
Chin-Parker, & Ross, 2006; Saporta-Sorozon, 2018), fostering a sense of understanding (Ahn, Novick, & Kim, 2003; 
Saporta-Sorozon, 2018) and satisfaction (Gopnik, 2000), and increasing willingness to purchase the product (Fernbach 
et al., 2013; Saporta-Sorozon, 2018).  
1.1.3 Explanations and Content Specificity 
Researchers agree that previous causal knowledge plays a central role in the definition of a good explanation (Ahn et al., 
1995; Einhorn & Hogarth, 1985; Lombrozo, 2006; Saporta-Sorozon, 2018). People are actively engaged in trying to 
explain the occurrence of events. 
Ahn et al. (1995) claim the causal-attribution process is content specific. For a certain content, people know a set of 
mechanisms; when in the process of causal attribution, they try to figure out whether a particular mechanism is 
appropriate (Ahn et al., 1995). Thus, while searching for an explanation, they consider only a subset of 
explanations—those that are congruent with previous knowledge (Ahn et al., 1995; Lombrozo, 2006). Consistent with 
this assertion, Kendeou and Van den Broek (2007) found that previous knowledge affects the process in which 
participants are engaged while trying to understand scientific texts. Explanations that are congruent with previous 
knowledge are good explanations, because they enable accommodation of the novel information to those beliefs (Ahn et 
al., 1995; Lombrozo, 2006; Saporta-Sorozon, 2018) and thereby facilitate the use of many cognitive functions.  
1.2 Pseudo Explanations  
1.2.1 Technology and General Technological Terms vs. Science and Scientific Terms 
Many websites and dictionaries agree that technology is a body of knowledge devoted to creating tools, processing 
actions, and extracting products, in order to simplify our lives. Although technology sometimes refers to science, 
technology and science are different subjects. Technology sometimes involves the application of scientific knowledge for 
practical purposes. Thus, when using the phrase "technological terms," we do not refer to scientific terms but rather to 
general words that try to give the impression that the development of the focal product involves sophisticated procedures. 
1.2.2 Pseudo-Explanations vs. Mechanistic Explanations  
Using general technological phrases such as "a special algorithm," "a new technology," "an active ingredient," and so on 
is common in marketing communication. In the present study, we refer to using such terms as a way to explain how the 
product produces the effect as a pseudo explanation. The reason is that they follow the same structure as mechanistic 
explanations (c->m->e), but rather than specifying the mechanism that suits the focal content, they use general terms 
that can fit any content. Because the positive effects of mechanistic explanations occur due to being content specific 
whereas PEs are not, we expect PEs to be less persuasive than causal claims that include mechanistic explanations. 
Moreover, because PEs do not really add information that may facilitate persuasion, we expect them to be as persuasive 
as the causal claim alone (hereafter, CA). Notice that for a mechanistic-explanation to persuade the focal mechanism 
must be specific and its claimed effect must be congruent with previous knowledge. Thus, if the ad claims, ―Fresh Air 
purifies the air at home," an explanation that includes the mechanism ―by reducing dust particles in the air‖ would be 
persuasive, because its effect is congruent with previous knowledge. Differently, including the mechanism ―by reducing 
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humidity in the air‖ would not be persuasive or even impair persuasion, because although it is specific, it is incongruent 
with previous knowledge. 
1.3 Hypotheses 
To sum up, we hypothesize the following: 
Hypothesis 1: The sense of understanding and willingness to purchase the product will be the highest when the causal 
argument provides an explanation that constitutes a mechanism variable that is congruent with previous knowledge.  
Schematically: congruent mechanism (CM) > incongruent mechanism (IM), pseudo explanation (PE), claim alone 
(CA). 
Hypothesis 2: The sense of understanding and willingness to purchase the product will be similar for general 
technological terms, claim alone, and explanations that include a mechanism that is not congruent with previous 
knowledge.  
Schematically: IM = PE = CA. 
Hypothesis 3: The degree of fit of the explanation with previous knowledge mediates the effect of the kind of 
explanation (CM vs. IM and CM vs. PE) on sense of understanding and willingness to purchase the product. 
2. Study 1 
The purpose of study 1 was to check if PEs are as good as CMs, or are as poor as IMs and have no advantage over CAs. 
We introduced each participant to five products in one of the four versions of kind of information.  
2.1 Method  
2.1.1 Participants and Design 
We presented 77 undergraduates (males = 54.5%, Mage = 41.09; SDage = 15.78) with a Qualtrics web-based questionnaire 
for course credit, in a within-subjects design. Each participant read a description of each of five products. For each 
product, the description included one of the four kinds of information: CM, IM, PE, or CA. We randomly assigned 
participants to a combination of the specific product and the kind of information. 
2.1.2 Materials, Measures, and Procedure  
We exposed each participant to the five products in one of the experimental conditions. Table 1 presents the products 
and the four statements for each.  
Table 1. The information participants saw in each condition for the five products  
The Product CA CM IM PE 
Fresh Air the 
Electric 
Device 
The electric device 
that purifies the air 
at home 
by reducing dust 
particles in the air 
 
by reducing the 
humidity in the air 
by applying a special 
algorithm 
Express 
sticker  
The medical glue  
that releases sore 
muscles 
by increasing blood 
flow in the muscle area 
 
by increasing fluid 
flow to the muscle 
area 
by employing an active 
ingredient that works in the 
muscle area 
Omega drink With the natural 
ingredients that 
produces alertness 
by stimulating the 
nervous system 
 
by stimulating the 
skeletal system 
by activating an innovative 
formula 
Alpha 
moisturizer 
cream 
The moisturizer that 
prevents skin 
dehydration 
by increasing the oily 
layer in the skin of the 
body. 
 
by increasing the 
skin’s contact with 
the air. 
by using a unique ingredient 
that works on the skin of the 
body 
Witty Food 
cling wrap 
The cling wrap that 
keeps the food fresh 
by reducing contact 
with the air 
 
by reducing contact 
with the light 
by applying an innovative 
technology 
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2.1.3 Measures 
After participants saw each ad, we measured the following: 
(a) Explanations' reasonability (manipulation check). Participants rated the reasonability of the explanations, using a 
6-point scale (1 = does not make sense at all, 6 = completely makes sense). 
(b) One’s sense of understanding. Participants rated their understanding on a 6-point scale (1 = do not understand at all, 
6 = completely understand).  
(c) Willingness to purchase the product. Participants rated their willingness to purchase the product (if they needed such 
a product), using a 6-point scale (1 = definitely not, 6 = definitely yes). 
(d) Consistency of the information given with previous knowledge. Participants rated how well the information fit with 
their previous knowledge, using a 6-point scale (1 = does not fit at all, 6 = completely fits). 
2.2 Results 
Table 2 and Figures 1a, b, and c present the means of the four experimental conditions (CM, IM, PE, and CA) for each 
of the measures: reasonability (manipulation check), understanding, and willingness to purchase (dependent variables), 
and fit with previous knowledge (the proposed mediator). For each measure, we checked the differences between the 
four conditions by using the HELMET test for contrasts. This test compares each level with the average of the 
"preceding" ones. Because we have four conditions (CM, IM, PE, and CA) and we ordered them according to the 
hypotheses, the following three comparisons result: CM versus the average of IM, PE, and CA; IM versus the average 
of PE and CA; and PE versus CA. To verify that the difference in favor of the CM condition is not due to the averaging 
of the other three conditions, we also checked the difference between CM and the condition that received the highest 
average. Table 2 presents the results.  
Table 2. Study 1 Means and standard deviations of the four experimental conditions (CM, IM, PE, and CA) in 
reasonability, understanding, willingness to purchase, and fit with previous knowledge, including the results of the 
contrasts 
 Manipulation 
check 
Dependent variables Mediator 
 Reasonability 
 
M (SD) 
Sense of 
Understanding 
M (SD) 
Willingness 
 to Purchase  
M (SD) 
Fit with Previous 
Knowledge 
M (SD) 
CM 4.08 (1.28) 4.09 (1.64) 3.64 (1.45) 3.96 (1.37) 
IM 3.43 (1.57) 3.62 (1.72) 3.30 (1.55) 3.32 (1.56) 
PE 3.50 (1.47) 3.39 (1.68) 3.21 (1.50) 3.51 (1.57) 
CA #3.65 (1.41) 3.03 (1.63) 3.12 (1.50) #3.72 (1.42) 
HELMERT 
contrasts 
 
F(1,76) (eta2) 
 
F(1,76) (eta2) 
 
F(1,76) (eta2) 
 
F(1,76) (eta2) 
CM vs IM PE CA 12.60*** (.142) 19.17*** (.201) 7.15** (.086) 9.99** (.129) 
IM vs PE CA <1 4.82* (.060) <1 2.75 N.S. 
PE vs CA <1 2.12 N.S. <1 <1 
CM vs "highest"  
t-test pairs (76) 
CM>CA 
2.03* 
CM>IM 
2.21* 
CM>IM 
1.75* 
CM>PE 
3.76*** 
*p < .05 ***, p < .001, # not relevant, because a claim is not "not reasonable" or contradicts previous knowledge. We 
include these means in the table to provide all of the data.  
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b. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
c. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Study 1. Ratings of reasonability (a), understanding and willingness to purchase the product (b), and fit with 
previous knowledge (c), as a function of kind of information 
2.2.1 Manipulation Check and Fit With Previous Knowledge 
As expected (see Table 2 and Figures 1a and 1c), participants perceived CM as more reasonable and as fitting more with 
previous knowledge than IM and PE when the last two conditions did not differ. Notice the comparison with CA for 
these two measures is not relevant, because we do not expect a causal claim to be "unreasonable" or to contradict 
previous knowledge. Nevertheless, the mean of CA for these two measures was lower than CM. 
2.2.2 Hypotheses 1 and 2 
As can be seen in Table 1, as predicted (hypothesis 1), sense of understanding and willingness to purchase the product 
were the highest when the causal argument provided an explanation that constitutes a mechanism variable that is 
congruent with previous knowledge (CM> IM, PE, CA). Also, as predicted (hypothesis 2), sense of understanding and 
willingness to purchase the product were similar for PE and explanations that included a mechanism variable that was 
not congruent with previous knowledge and claim alone (IM=PE= CA). 
2.2.3 Mediation Analysis 
We hypothesized (hypothesis 3) that the degree of fit of the information with previous knowledge mediates the effect of 
kind of information (CM vs. IM and CM vs. PE) on sense of understanding and willingness to purchase the product. 
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To examine the mediating role of fit with previous knowledge, we used the PROCESS macro based on Model 4, 
proposed by Hayes (2013) (5,000 bootstrap samples). We performed the analysis separately for each of the outcome 
variables (sense of understanding and willingness to purchase), for two separate comparisons of experimental 
conditions: CM versus IM and CM versus PE. Specifically, we regressed CM versus IM or CM versus PE as the 
independent variable, and fit with previous knowledge as the mediators on sense of understanding or willingness to 
purchase (WTP).  
Regarding the first set of mediation analyses (CM vs. IM), in line with hypothesis 3, we found that fit with previous 
knowledge mediated the effect of kind of information on sense of understanding (β= -.36, SE = .11, CI 95%: -.58 to -.14) 
and willingness to purchase (β= -.27, SE = .08, CI 95%: -.44 to -.11). Figure 2 presents the results of these two 
mediation analyses. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. The effect of kind of information (CM vs. IM) on understanding and willingness to purchase, mediated by fit 
with previous knowledge 
** p < .01; ***p < .001 
Regarding the second set of mediation analyses (CM vs. PE), in line with hypothesis 3, we found that fit with previous 
knowledge mediated the effect of congruency on sense of understanding (β= -.20, SE = .07, CI 95%: -.34 to -.07) and 
willingness to purchase (β= -.15, SE = .05, CI 95%: -.26 to -.05). Figure 3 presents the results of these two analyses. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. The effect of kind of information (CM vs. PE) on understanding and willingness to purchase, mediated by fit 
with previous knowledge 
** p < .01; ***p < .001 
2.3 Discussion 
In study 1, we demonstrated that PEs are a poor way to persuade consumers. Results show CM is the most persuasive 
when PEs are as bad as IMs and add nothing over the CA.  
3. Study 2  
The materials of study 1 included mechanisms concerning systems about which people have some knowledge. For 
β=-.38** βun=.93*** 
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example, people generally know eliminating dust particles can help purify the air, whereas reducing humidity cannot. 
Similarly, from past knowledge, people believe increasing blood flow to a sore muscle can help reduce the pain, 
whereas increasing water flow cannot.  
The results of study 1 demonstrated that information about the mechanism outperformed PE, but only if it was 
congruent with previous knowledge. The question is what happens when the information the consumer receives 
concerns mechanisms he/she does not know. Maybe in that case, PE will be better. Specifically, because the consumer 
does not recognize the mechanism, mentioning it adds little valuable information that can help him/her judge the 
product, whereas using technological terms—although general—may add some relevant information.  
To check this possibility, we designed study 2, in which we presented four new products (e.g., "the magic egg that 
increase the shelf life of fruits and vegetables"). We presented each product in one of four possible formats of kinds of 
information: CA, PE (e.g., "by using WE2 technology"), an unknown true mechanism (TM) (e.g., "by absorbing the 
ethylene gas they emit"), and an unknown false mechanism (FM)3 (―by absorbing the prion gas they emit").  
Because studies show that using neuroscience explanations has a "seductive allure" (Weisberg, Taylor, & Hopkins, 2015; 
Giattino, Kwong, Rafetto, & Farahany, 2019), we expected that providing scientific mechanism whether true or false 
would be more persuasive than providing technological terms (PE). 
We hypothesized the following: 
Hypothesis 4: The sense of understanding and willingness to purchase the product will be higher for unknown 
mechanisms (whether true or false) than for PEs and CA. Schematically: TM, FM > PE, CA. 
Hypothesis 5: The sense of understanding and willingness to purchase will be similar for the true mechanism and the 
false mechanism (schematically: TM = FM) and for PEs and CA (schematically: PE=CA). 
3.1 Method  
3.1.1 Participants and Design 
One hundred undergraduates (males = 50%, Mage = 42.00; SDage = 15.37) took part in the study via a Qualtrics 
web-based questionnaire for course credit, in a within-subjects design. Each participant read a description of each of 
four products, and for each product, the description included one of the four kinds of information: unknown true 
mechanism (TM), unknown false mechanism (FM), PE, and CA. We randomly assigned participants to the combination 
of the specific product and the kind of information. 
3.1.2 Materials, Measures, and Procedure 
We exposed each participant to the four products in one of the information conditions (see Table 3).  
Table 3. The information participants saw in each condition for the four products  
The Product CA  TM   FM PE 
The Magic Egg The magic egg includes 
minerals that help 
increase the shelf life of 
fruits and vegetables  
by absorbing the 
ethylene gas they 
emit 
by absorbing the 
prion gas they 
emit 
by WE technology 
The cover for a 
mobile phone 
The cover for a mobile 
phone that includes a thin 
copper mesh that prevents 
cellular radiation 
by creating a 
"Faraday Cage". 
by creating a 
"Gauss Cage". 
using a new BETA 
algorithm 
Food supplement  Food supplement that 
contains natural 
ingredients for a restful 
sleep 
by balancing the 
excreted level of the 
melatonin in the 
body 
 
by balancing the 
excreted level of 
the aldosterone in 
the body 
 
by implementing an 
innovative DS system 
 
Drops Drops that include a 
mixture of ingredients that 
strengthen the immune 
system 
 
by increasing 
cortisol secretion 
 
by increasing 
prolactin secretion 
 
by using LE unique 
component 
 
 
                                                        
2 To control for the possibility that the CMs outperformed PE in study 1 due to being specific for the focal product, 
whereas the PEs are general and can be suitable for each product, we also made the PEs "specific" in study 2. 
3 True or false was according the Wikipedia.  
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3.1.3 Measures  
We used the same measures as in study 1 (adapted to the products).  
3.2 Results 
Table 4 and Figures 2a, b, and c present the means of the four experimental conditions (TM, FM, PE, and CA) for each 
of the measures: reasonability (manipulation check), understanding and willingness to buy (dependent variables), and fit 
with previous knowledge (the proposed mediator). We examined hypotheses 4 and 5 by using t-tests for paired samples 
(see Table 4).  
Table 4 Study 2. Means (and standard deviations) of the four experimental conditions (TM, FM, PE, CA) in 
reasonability, understanding, willingness to buy, and fit with previous knowledge 
 Manipulation 
check 
Dependent variables Mediator 
 Reasonability 
 
M (SD) 
Sense of 
Understanding 
M (SD) 
Willingness 
 to Purchase  
M (SD) 
Fit with Previous 
Knowledge 
M (SD) 
TM 3.55 (1.49) 3.68 (1.58) 3.35 (1.51) 3.79 (1.41) 
FM 3.57 (1.39) 4.08 (1.41) 3.44 (1.47) 3.48 (1.39) 
PE 3.08 (1.38) 3.13 (1.69) 2.93 (1.54) 3.05 (1.44) 
CA #3.21 (1.53) 2.94 (1.72) 2.91 (1.51) #3.14 (1.52) 
F(1,99) (eta2) 66.11*** (.101) 42.51***(.300) 15.16*** (.133) 10.46** (.149) 
t test pairs t(98) t(98) t(98) t(98) 
TM vs FM 0 2.35* 0 2.28* 
CA vs PE 0 0 0 0 
TM > CA 
TM > PE 
1.77* 
2.93** 
3.65** 
3.08** 
2.57* 
3.03** 
 3.52*** 
5.01*** 
FM > CA 
FM > PE 
2.21* 
2.99** 
5.87*** 
5.38*** 
3.33*** 
2.91** 
 2.05* 
2.99** 
t-tests summery FM=TM > CA=PE FM>TM> PE=CA FM=TM > CA=PE TM>FM> CA=PE 
*p < .05 ***, p < .001, # not relevant, because a claim is not "not reasonable" or contradicts previous knowledge. We 
include these means in the table to provide all of the data.  
a. 
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b. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
c. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Ratings of reasonability (a), understanding and willingness to purchase (b), and fit with previous knowledge 
(c), as a function of kind of information 
3.2.1 Manipulation Check and Fit With Previous Knowledge 
As expected (see Table 4 and Figures 1a and 1c), the results show that participants perceived claims that contained an 
unknown mechanism (whether false or true) as more reasonable and as a better fit with previous knowledge than PE or 
CA. In addition, as expected, we found no difference between the two explanations that contained any mechanism and 
between PE and CA. Thus, providing participants with explanations that included specific mechanisms, whether true or 
false, seems to have been persuasive because they included scientific terms.  
3.2.2 Hypotheses 3 and 4 
As can be seen in Table 4 (and Figure 2b), as predicted (hypothesis 4), sense of understanding and willingness to 
purchase the product were higher when the causal claim provided any mechanism (true or false) than for PE and CA. 
Also, as predicted (hypothesis 5), no difference emerged between the TM an FM, and between PE and CA. Interestingly, 
sometimes the means were higher for FM than for TM, a result that attests to the fact that sounding scientific is enough 
to persuade. 
3.3 Discussion 
The results of Study 2 demonstrate that for unfamiliar systems, people are persuaded when provided a mechanism that 
sounds scientific even if it is false. In addition, PEs, even when we made them specific, added nothing over CA and 
were less persuasive than the claims including an explanation that used scientific mechanisms. 
4. Study 3 
Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated that consumers are more persuaded by causal messages that include the mechanism (by 
which the product produces the effect) than when they include PEs (and CAs). Yet marketers rarely provide mechanistic 
explanations and often provide PEs. The question is then whether this mismatch results from the perspective taken. 
Specifically, the question is whether adopting a marketer's perspective results in an impression that PEs are more (or at 
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least as) persuasive than mechanistic explanations due to having the flavor of being innovative and technological. We 
designed study 3 to check this possibility. We asked 99 participants to take the position of an advertiser and to consider 
two messages, PE and the corresponding mechanical message (CM from study 1, and TM and FM from study 2). Then, 
we asked them to choose which they saw as more persuasive and thus would prefer for advertising.  
4.1 Method  
4.1.1 Participants and Design  
Ninety-nine undergraduates (males = 49%, Mage = 42.71; SDage = 15.68) took part in the study via a Qualtrics 
web-based questionnaire for a small amount of money, in a within-subjects design of kind of message preferred: PE or 
mechanistic.  
4.1.2 Materials, Measures, and Procedure 
Each participant read the descriptions of the same nine products of studies 1 and 2. After reading the two messages 
possible for each product (with mechanistic explanation or PE), they chose which they found more persuasive and thus 
preferred to advertise. To check if mechanistic messages sound more explanatory but less innovative than PEs, we 
asked participants to indicate which of the two messages sounded "more explanatory" and in which of the two messages 
the product sounded "more innovative." 
4.2 Results 
Table 5 presents the means and standard deviations of the percentage of times the participants preferred the mechanistic 
messages as the advertising message, the percentage of times participants perceived them as more explanatory, and the 
percentage of times the product seemed more innovative.  
Table 5. Means and (standard deviations) of percentage of times the participants preferred the mechanistic messages as 
the advertising message, the percentage of times participants perceived them as more explanatory, and the percentage 
of times the product seemed more innovative 
Mechanistic Messages  Mean SD 
Preferred for Advertising 59.21 27.85 
Seem More Explanatory 72.51 35.16 
Seem More Innovative 37.81 38.11 
As can be seen in Table 5, participants usually preferred the mechanistic message (on PE) for advertising (about 59%) 
and perceived it as more explanatory (about 73%). Yet most of the time, the products in PE messages were perceived as 
more innovative (about 62%). The fact that preference for advertising of the mechanistic message was lower than its 
perception as more explanatory (59% vs. 73%) may signify the fact that marketers, when considering what message to 
advertise, consider not only the explanatory power, but also other factors, such as the innovation flavor.    
5. General Discussion 
Using technological terms to persuade consumers is a common practice in marketing communication. Yet no extant 
studies examine the persuasive impact of marketing messages that include technological terms. In two studies, we tried 
to answer this question by comparing explanations that use general technological words (PE) with no explanation at all 
(CA) and explanations that provide a specific scientific mechanism. In general, the results show PEs were no better than 
CA and were inferior to explanations that provide a scientific mechanism.  
5.1 Pseudo Explanations and Mechanistic Explanations 
5.1.1 Definition 
We call causal messages that include general technological terms pseudo explanations because they do not really 
explain the mechanism by which the product produces the benefit. A short mechanistic explanation includes the cause, 
the effect, and one mediator variable that specifies the mechanism by which the cause produces the effect (cause -> 
mechanism (=mediator variable) -> effect). PEs follow the same structure, but because the proposed mediator variable 
(the technological term) is general, it lacks one of the basic properties that characterize mechanistic explanations— 
content specificity (Ahn et al., 1995).  
5.1.2 Pseudo Explanations vs. Claim Alone 
The results demonstrate that PEs, add nothing to persuasion, do not harm to just stating the claim (CA). The question is 
then whether to use general technological terms as a way to "explain" how the product works. Although PEs are no 
better than CA, the results of study 3 indicate using them results in providing the sense that the consumer is dealing 
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with an innovative product that has a High-Tech aroma. Thus, the advertiser should perhaps use them.  
5.1.3 Pseudo Explanations vs. Mechanistic Explanations 
Study 3 also shows marketers do not perceive messages that include technological terms (PE) as explanations. Although 
PEs follow the same structure as mechanistic explanations, participants seemed to feel the similarity was superficial.  
They were not "tempted" to see them as mechanistic explanations, probably because they were not content specific. 
Consequently, in general, PEs are less persuasive than mechanistic explanations.  
5.1.4 Mechanistic Explanations and Previous Causal Beliefs 
Study 1 demonstrate that for systems for which consumers have some previous causal beliefs, persuasion is higher for 
mechanistic explanations than for PEs, but only when the explanation is congruent with the previous causal knowledge, 
whereas when the explanation is incongruent, mechanistic explanations are as bad as PEs. Thus, explaining that a 
certain product produces alertness by stimulating the nervous system may be persuasive because of previously held 
causal beliefs that alertness is somehow connected to the nervous system. Alternatively, explaining that the product 
produces alertness by stimulating the skeletal system may not be persuasive, because consumers hold no previous 
beliefs that alertness and the skeletal system are connected.   
Yet in cases in which people hold no causal previous beliefs about the focal systems, they may fall into a trap. 
Specifically, the results of study 2 demonstrate that consumers perceive a message that includes a mechanistic 
explanation that is not relevant for the focal system, and thus cannot explain the way the product produces the effect, as 
an explanation and consequentially are persuaded by it. For example, a message that explains, "The magic egg increases 
the shelf life of fruits and vegetables by absorbing the ethylene gas they emit" is true, but the explanation that the magic 
egg does so ―by absorbing the prion gas they emit" is not true. Vegetables and fruits do not emit prion gas and do emit 
ethylene gas, which is what causes them to ripen. Yet persuasion was the same in both cases and higher than CA and 
PE. 
In fact, all the mechanistic explanations in study 2 included unknown scientific terms. The fact that no difference in 
persuasion arose between the true and the false mechanistic explanation, and that both were more persuasive than CA 
and PE, may attest to the appeal of scientific terms, and is in line with studies showing neuroscience explanations have 
a "seductive allure" (Weisberg, Taylor, & Hopkins, 2015; Giattino, Kwong, Rafetto, & Farahany, 2019).  
5.2 Individual Differences in the Impact of the Kind of Information (PE, CA, and Mechanistic Explanations) 
In studies 1 and 2, we measured the processing-information style by using rational-experiential inventory (Epstein et al., 
1996) and skepticism toward advertising (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998), but for conciseness, we do not report all of 
the findings here. We wanted to check whether information-processing style and skepticism toward advertising have an 
attenuating impact of the kind of information on persuasion. For example, one could expect participants whose 
dominant information-processing style is experiential (are less skeptical toward advertising) to be more persuaded by 
PEs than participants whose dominant information-processing style is rational (are more skeptical toward advertising). 
Similarly, one could expect participants whose dominant information-processing style is experiential (are less skeptical 
toward advertising) to be more persuaded by mechanical explanations that are false than participants whose dominant 
information-processing style is rational (are more skeptical toward advertising). In both studies (1 and 2), the 
interactions between the kind of information and processing style (skeptical toward advertising) were far from 
significant, attesting to the robustness of the finding that PE is less persuasive than a mechanistic explanation.  
5.3 The Prevalence of Using PE vs. Mechanistic Explanation in Advertising 
As mentioned before, in marketing communication, a common practice is to provide PEs, whereas mechanistic 
explanations are rare, despite the fact that mechanistic-explanations have many positive effects, including on persuasion. 
Why, then, do advertisers often provide PEs and not mechanistic explanations? 
We can think of several reasons. First, advertisers usually lack the information on the mechanism. To understand how a 
product produces the effect, they must exert considerable effort, such as to find the specific mechanism, to understand 
how it works and to find the best short way to explain it to the consumer. Moreover, because most people feel they are 
far from being experts in understanding how products produce benefits, marketers prefer to avoid explaining something 
they are far from being sure about. Thus, an easy way out for marketers would be to provide pseudo explanations.  
General technological terms are not content specific, and thus marketers can use them in almost any content. Therefore, 
using PEs not only prevents marketers from needing to search for the correct and suitable mechanism, without being 
committed, but also seems innovative and technological (as we saw in the results of study 3). In any case, using PEs is 
better than taking advantage of consumer vulnerability to scientific terms and providing mechanistic explanations that 
are false. 
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